meditating some new heaven-sent scheme for squeezin|
a fortune from a sceptical world. I see him beginning
cautiously.
"You know, we can't go on for much longer like
this, old girL Of course, we shall be all right when mj
ship comes home. But can we afford to wait till then?'
"We can't live on air," I see my mother saying,
"And if we could, the child certainly can't."
"Yes, there's the child too, poor mite.... You
know, old lady, lots of men would say you were a real
stunner/*
"They have said it."
"When I go about the West End at night, seeing
those girls made up to the eyebrows, not one of them
worth wasting a look on and all of them coining money
like an organ-grinder's monkey, I often wonder how
they'd do if they had any real competition."
"What d'you mean?"
"Well, what man would look at one of them, old
girl, if he could lopk at you?"
But there I lose the thread. For me the step from
promiscuity to prostitution was not such a big one.
My mother's uncontrollable tongue had familiarized me
with the idea of street-walking from an early age. I
was one stage removed from the certain if dull security
of the comfortable middle-class. But she had only
.strayed a comparatively little way along the path that
leads away from safe conventionality. The abyss
suddenly opened before her feet in the form of an open
invitation must have seemed unfathomable. How many
inconclusive conversations, how many less and less dis-
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